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discovery of Rask was this. He found that the changes by which
the languages had become differentiated from each other were
not mere accidental and unaccountable corruptions, but that
they took place according to certain fixed rules, and that these
rules could be stated. Faint traces of this had been perceived
before: it had been noted, for example, how often, when you
find a cp' in Latin (pes), you have an T in the corresponding
Germanic word (fuss).x But, in this treatise on the Origin of the
Old Norse or Icelandic Tongue,2 Rask formulated a whole
series of correspondences as between Greek and Latin sounds
on the one side and Icelandic on the other. Four years later
Grimrn developed these rules, adding a large number of illus-
trations. These illustrations were so convincing, and made
such an impression upon European scholars, that the series of
sound shifting has since been known as Grimm's law. It might
just as properly be called Rask's rule.
Exactly what Grimm's law means is not always understood.
I have been told in an examination paper that 'The Early
Germanic Tribes decided to shift their consonants at the
instigation of a man called Grimm*. The importance of the
discovery of Rask and Grimm lay in their perception that
changes of sounds took place in accordance with certain
definite rules. Grimm's law was only the first of a number of
similar discoveries. Thus the science of etymology was founded.
Up to that time etymology had been a matter of guess-work,
and there had been little by which to decide that one man's
guess was better than another's. Etymology had in fact been
a study where cthe consonants counted for very little and the
vowels for nothing at all'. Now it became scientific.
Three great continental scholars, Bopp, Grimm, and Rask,
laid the foundations of this new science, and each of them had a
disciple who introduced his discoveries into England. Bopp's
disciple came first. His name was Friedrich August Rosen, and
1 In this connection, one of the most interesting early contributions to
Philology is the article on WELKINS* Sanscrit Grammar y contributed to the Edtn-
burgh Review by ALEXANDER HAMILTON in January, 1809. See article by the writer
and F. NORMAN in Studies in English Philology in honour of F. Klaeber> 1929,
2 Undersogelse om det gamle Nordiske eller Islandske Sprogs Oprindelse,
af R. K. Rask. Kjobenhavn, 1818, p. 169.
345